I don't really think so either. I pay too much attention to
the children's health not to notice if he was ill. Antoine
hasn't got a cough, he has a good appetite, he is in good
spirits, and if he hasn't looked up to the mark lately, there
was no cause for alarm. I have often seen him look like that
when he sits up over a school essay, or reading in bed. No,
Antoine is certainly not ill. What then ? '

A fresh silence. Well, then ? Michaud was trying to make
out what might have gone through his son's head, and to
trace the process of his mind. He was much inclined to see
in this access of laziness on the part of a candidate for the
Certificate, the result of a vicious course of reasoning, a
backsliding on to a sort of philosophic slope, from which
the fear of the paternal boot ought to have restrained him.
The silence continued. Michaud began to lose sight of the
point of the conversation. Pondering on the value of a kick
in the pants, he went on to consider the problem of recourse
to armed force, the essential significance of wars, and the
vagaries of justice. Helene realised that his mind had strayed,
and decided to break the silence.

* You may think I'm being dramatic, or that I have lost
my sense of proportion, but I can't help that. The more I
think over this business, the more convinced I am that
there's a woman at the bottom of it.'

The idea struck Michaud as being so ludicrous, that he
burst out laughing. But on reflection, he found it less
absurd, and even reasonable.

c It is not, in principle, impossible. Love can certainly
produce a temporary loss of balance, or a listless condition
which might make a Latin prose look uninviting. A boy of
sixteen may well imagine himself in love. All the same, I
don't think that is what has happened to Antoine. In a boy
of his age, a boy without experience, love is little more
than a dream, a kind of hazy enchantment, sensual of course,
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